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INTRODUCTION

On 19-20 January, 1974, a éharﬁ armed clash took place between
naval, air, and ground forces of the People's Republic of China'(PRC)
and the Republic of Viet-Nam (RVN) in the XiSha (Paracel) Istands,
located approximately 350 kilometers southeast of Hainan Island, in the
South China Sea. (Fig. 1)} | |

According to the PRC, this battle was precipitdtéd by RVN naval
units' harrassment of Chinese fishing vessels in the Paracels on
January 15-19, which resulted in severa] Chinese fishermen killed or
wounded.2

| In response, the PRC seht at Teast 11 naval units to the area,
including 2 Yulin-based destroyers armed with the 22-mile range SS-N-2
"STYX" surface-to-surface naval missile. The RVN naval force consisted
of an unknown number of destroyer escorts, coast guard cutters, and
patrol boats.3 During the naval action on January 19, the RVN claimed
i?%o have sunk one Chinese ship and badly damaged a seéond.. The RVN
apparently.]ost:a frigate, reported]y sunk by a "STYX" missile, while
three other ships, including two destroyers, were damaged either by
missiles or missile fragmehts.4 |
Meanwhile, Chiﬁese troops landed on Duncan Island (Dao gan qun an)
{Fig. 2)5 and forced the small RVN fegiona] forces contingent to withdraw
.. to Robert Island (Gan quan dao). A half-company of RVN sailors was
divided between Money island (Jin—yin—déo) and Pattle Island (Shan-hu dao).
On the following day, January 20, a Chjnese force (possibly éf battalion

‘v'strength), supported by MIG~21_fighter—bombers,_qverran the Vietnamese
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%} positions on all three is]ands,6 éapturing 48 RVN military personnel

(j and one United States_c1v111an.7~.F1veﬁ”sick and wounded" South

| Vietnamese were released to the Intefnationa1 Red Cross‘in Hong Kong
within one week,8 and the remaining 43 South Vietnamese and 1 American

J . were released to I.R.C. officials onvFebfuary 17.

This two-day armed clash could hardly be described as a "major
fzconfiict," but the Chinese action was significant in three respects.
First, the PRC demohstrated its ability to project its nava}_power
‘_beyond Chinese shores, as well as the ability to conduct joint air-

sea-ground offensive operations.lo Second, the PRC demonstrated that
it was both willing and able to back up territorial claims with armed
force, lest anyone forget the lesson of the China-India border war of
1962. And third; tHe Chinese action in the Paracels served as a warning

‘to Southeast Asian nations contesting Chinese claims to the Nansha

(Spratly) Archipelago. As a result, attention was suddenly focused on
the subjéct of the contrbversy; the islands themselves. How strong
are the claims of thé various claimants? What vajue do these islands
.have which could warrant the use of armed force to take and maintain

. them? Could tghsidn among the claimants erupt into regicnal conflict,
and if so, how would such a conflict affect regional stability?

In thevf011owing paper, I will first present a geographical
overview of the Paracel archipelagoes, followed by a historical review
of the claims by the principal claimants. I will then attempt to

_explain the newly awakened interest in these islands which Ted Lo the

1974 hostilities. After examining the strategic and economic significance

of the islands, I will briefly review the military capabilitics of the

4 : | |
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principal claimants and assess the ability of each to use such forces

in support of their respective claims.

5
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Part I: A Geographical Overview

The semi—enc?oséd South China Sea covers about 3,685,000 square
kilometers and is of the utmost strategic and economic importance. On
the southwest, it communicates with the Indian Ocean through the vital

~Malacca-Singapore Straits and on the northeast with the Taiwan Straft
and the East China Sea. It represents a major portion of the navigatioh
route between the Pacific and Indian Ocean for the United States and
Soviet navies as well as a vital trade 1ink, especially for Japanese
merchant marine vessels and o1l tankers.1

Scattered across the South China Sea are more than 170 islets,

-f?;ghoa1s, coral reefs, banks, sands, cays, and rocks which are grouped in
four mid-ocean coral archipelagoes: the Pratas Reef, the Macclesfield
Bank, the Paracel Islands, and the Spratly Islands (Fig. 3.).2 The

. ownership of the Pratas Reef and the Macclesfieid Bank, both situated

,,g;loser to China than to either Vietnam or the Philippines, has not been

| contested; these are Chinese.3 However, ownership of the two Targer
archipelogoes, the Paracels and Spratlys, has been contested by China
and Vietnam for some 180 years, and in recent years three other govern-
ments, the Republic of China, the Republic of the Philippines, and

Malaysia, have declared their claims to one or more of the Sprat}ys.

The Paracel Archipelago

The Paracel archipelago comprises 15 islets and more than one-dozen
partly or temporarily submerged veefs and banks, scattered over an area

forming a large oval with a maximum diameter of about 200 km. Its center
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400 km east of Da Nang)

‘Vietnamese names as well as its size (where known).

is approximately midway between the southern coast of Hainan Island

- (about 350 km southeast of Yulin) and the central Vietnam coast (about

.4 The Paracels are generally subdivided into

two principal grodps, the Amphtrite Group, located in the northeastern

partlof the archipelago and comprising seven islands, eight cays, and

one reef (Fig; 4)5, and the Crescent Group which is Tocated in the

~ southwestern part of the archipelago and compriées eight islands, four

~partly submerged reefs, and a sand cay (Fig, 5).6 Since the Paracels

are claimed by both the PRC and the SRV, most of the islands have three

names. The chart in Fig. 6 Tists each by its English, Chinese, and
9

;"The Spratly Archipejago

The Spratly.Islands are an archipelago in the South China Sea
composed of more than 100 is?ands,\shoaXs, reefs, banks, and cays,

stretching over an area of 180,000 sq. km.7 The center of the group is

. Tocated approximately 1,450 km. southwest of Taiwan, 1,000 km. south of

Hainan Island, 700 km. south of'the Paracels, 500 km. southeast of

'Vietnam, and 400 km. west of Palawan Island in the Phi1ippines.8 The

principal regions in the Spratlys, with their islands, reefs and cays

are detailed in Fig. 710 and shown on map in Fig. 8.11

A1l of the islands are Tocated in the tropical zone. The average

'aQnua] temperature in this region varies between 15 and 28° C. Annual

rainfall averages 2,500 mm. The islands' flora consists primairily of
pineapple, coconut palms, tung oil, quince, and banana trees,
The islands have been, and still are, economically important as

bases for fishing vessels and as sites of valuable guano deposits.

g
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%% Guano, which on some islands has accumulated to a height of up to one
meter, is used in the manufacture of high-quality fertilizers. The
South China Sea is rich in a variety of edible fish, sea turtles
(valuable for their shells), cuttlefish, trepang, shellfish, and oysters.

On the islands, fiSheern collect swallows' nests, the basic substance

of a soup in great demand throughout East and Southeast Asia.12
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Part II: A Historical Review of the Conflicting Claims
Chinese Claims to the Paracels

B From of o1d,’the Hsisha Islands have been
v : - our territorial waters
:  These islands are covered with our forefathers®
footprints .
Countless generations
Of fishermen cast their nets here
: e The fleets of countless dynasties o
. ' - Moored in their baysl o A
Since the mid-19th century, the Paracels have been claimed and
temporarily occupied by the Ch'ing Empire, Franée, Indo-China, the
Republid of China;'Jépan, the Peoples' Republic of China, and the
;Repubiic of Viet Nam (RVN). .Since the end of Word War II, the princi-
pal claimants have been the PRC and Viet Nam (first as the RVN and
‘i later as the SRV.) Until 1974; no party had claimed permanent occupation
of any one of the islands. The historical claims, generally implicit
ones, rely on the discovery of, temporary or repeated occupation of,
" or the maintenance of relations with the islands.
The Chinege claim to have discovered the Paracels in the 2nd
cenfury B.C. during the time of Emperor Wu Ti. Geographical features

of the islands were first described in "Nan Zhou Yi Wu Zhi" (Strange

" ZThings of the Southern Provinces) by Wan Zhen and "Fu Nan Zhuan"

_(An Account of Fu Nan), by Kang Taf, both written during the Three

Kingdoms beriod (22d-265).2 Over the next 1,000 years references to
.&ﬁthe 1slands and accounts of voyages to them appear iﬂ various works
of ‘the Song, Yuan, Ming, and Qing dynéstfes. In recent years, Chinese
.;x:: coins, Fhe oldest dating backlto the rule of the Emperor Wan Mang
(3,B.C,]to 23 A.D;), rgporfed]y have been found in the Parace1s.3
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]?a o Further, there have been recent archeological finds in the
Paracels of ruins of living quarters, pottery and porcelain utensils,
iron knives and cooking pots, and other items of daily use dating from

the Tang and Song dynasties.4

_Thé "wu'Jing iong Yao" (Qutline Recgfd of Military Affairs) of the
~ Northern Song records that the Northern Song court ordered Chinese
naval patrols to the Paracels. These patrols were to be based in
Guéngdong province and equipped with sea-faring warships capable of .

reaching the Paracels in seven days (with a fair east wind).5

This
would indicafe that a) the islands were already considered Chinese,
b)'Guaggdong prpyihce exercised some sort of military or admiﬁistrative
respogg}bi1ity over them, and c) the Chinese planned to prbvide a
military presence, whenever required.

i: Still another impdrtqni indfcation of early Chinese control is

ref]ected in a chronicle written during the Sung period which refers

to the Song emperor‘s iﬁtention to escape the advancing Mongols b&

sea, by sa1]1ng to Indochina via the Paracels. This course would hardly

have been con;emp]ated had not the islands been under’ firm Chinese
>ﬂf'm111tary control. |
".In 1279, the famous astronomer and Deputy Director of the Astro-
3f.nomica‘i Bureau, Guo Shou Jing, was directed by the emperor to perfbrm

' -astronomical observations in the South China Sea. The official History

of the Yuan Dynasty shows that the observation point Guo chose was in

. the paracels.® ,

In 1293, Gen Sh1 Bi touched on the Paracel Archipelago enroute to

Java, as did the eunuch Jeng Ho, during his seven voyages through the

18
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= ~ South China Sea during the period 1403-1433. It is during this time
%?N that the two island groups of the Paracels are first referred to by the
names Yung Le and Xuan De, referring to the titles of reign of the
- " "Ming Emperors Ching Zi (1403-1424) and Xuan Zong (1426-1435), respec-
1v;ive1y.7 | _
In 1876, the Qing Ambassador to Britéin, Guo Song Tao, kept a
detailed record of fhe voyage to his post. When abeam the Paracels, he
;;reﬁofded, "Nearby to the Teft were the Paracel Islan&s (the Xisha . -
- Islands) . . . . These islands belong to China."8
The first clear case of a Chineée government taking possession of
- parts of this region was in 1902 when tﬁe Manchu government, bé]ieving
it had ;iscovered sigﬁs that France intended to occupy the Paracels by
| fmounting an attack from bases in Indochina, sent Vice-General Wu Jing-
Et' | yung and Admiral Li Ju with fhree.warshibs to carry out an inspection
of the is]ands.v The expedition hoisted flags and erected a stone
; tablet on North Island réading; “commemorating the inspection in the
28th year of the réign of Guang Xu (1902) of the Great Qing Empire."9
In 1911, Ebe Guangdong provincial government announced that the
Xisha Islands would be placed under the administration of Yaxian County,
| Hafnén Island. 10 |
In 1921, the first pfactica] steps toward developing and exp]ofting
ﬁhe Paracels on a large scalewere taken by the "Paracel Archipelago
‘ Cdmpany for Industry and Commerce." Thé head of the company, a Canton
-~ Mmerchant named He Rui Nian, was issued a Ticense for,the exploitation

of natural resources and marine products. In 1927 or 1928, the license

was withdrawn when it was.discovered that He Rui Nian was merely fronting

19
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for the.Formosa Monopolies Authority, a Japanese group, and that a

- sizeable proportion of the island's resources were being shipped

secretly to Japan. The Guangdong government then established a new -

development p]an.11

In May, 1982, the Guangdong provincial government sent a study

group consisting of military and civil officers, scientists, and tech-

nicians to make an investigatipn of the Xisha Islands. The group
submitted a detailed rebort‘bn tﬁe results of their investigations to
12 a

Between 1930 and 1946, the Chinese government appearedto be
power1e§s to do anything but lodge ineffectual protests as first the
French,kthen the Japanese occupied the Paracels. A strange feature of
the Japanese occupation is that they, too, placed the islands under
“Chinese" administration, but under the administrative Jurisdiction of
the port'authorities of Kabhsiung, Taiwan.13
Following World War II, on December 9, 1946, the Nationalist

government sent two warships to the Paracels to take possession of the

islands. in January, 1947, fhe'Chinese embassy in Paris issued a

.communique announcing the re-occupation of the Paracels and asserting
Chinese claims to the archipelago. France, which had sent a small force

~to }efoccupy the Paracels in the spring of 1946, withdrew its troobs in

January. The Chinese communique went on to say that the islands had
always been governed by the Guangdong brovinciaT authorites.
The Paracels were evacuated by the Nationalists in May, 1950, and

wére occupied by the People's Liberation Army (PLA) almost immediately.

During the next decade, the Paracels appear to have been roundly %gnored

both economically ?nd militarily by the Beijing government. By 1959,

!
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. the PRC was apparently no longer in complete military control. There
3? - are-numerous reports of armed incursions, and outright raids, by South
Vietnamese warships, overflights by South Vietnamese aircraft, and
vandalism by Japanese fishermen. These events apparently moved the
- Chinese Communist Party Central Committee to begin a campaign in the
spring of 1959 to induce Hainan Island fgrmers and fishermen to settle
in the Paracels, especially on Woody Island (Yung Xing dao), and consid-
erable constructio& was begun, especially on Woody Is]and.15 o -
In March, 1959, the Hainan Administrative Area of the Guangdong
government set up an "Office of the Xisha, Nansha, and Zhongsha Islands"
on Woody Island, making it the administrative center for all the South
China Séa archipe]agos, with the exception of the Pratas. In March
’1969, this office was renamed the “Revolutionary Committee of the Xisha,
i{ Zhongsha, Nansha Islands of Guangdong Province."16
In 1971, United State§ reconnaissance aircraft observed frequent
convoys of PRC ships traﬁsporting construction materials to the Paracels,
| and by the end of that year, a naval complex cons1st1ng of a ship
'berth1ng area, a Jetty, more than 50 buildings, and other facilities,
had been constructed. Newly-built radar installations in the Paracels
-now formed the first line of early warning against air attack. A New
Chiﬁa News Agency report of March 13, 1974, said that Yunghsing (wobdy)
Island had become a “"strong bastion on China's South Sea frontier."17
In January, 1974, for reasons thcﬁ will be discussed later in this
- paper, the RVN unwisely placed troops on several islands in the Crescent
Group. The PRC responded quickly with military force, overwhe]med the
South Vietnamese, and firmly established through occupation, its c1a1m

i to the archlpelago

21
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: Vietnamése Claims to the Paracels
'i? It is ironic that the SRV has been forced to "borrow" documentary
evidence, vis-a-vis its claim to the Paracel Islands from the archfve;
of its former arch-rival, the RVN.
>In early 1975; the RVN published a diplomatic white paper on its
“claims. to the Paracel and Spratly Islands, in which was stated that,
"the Republic of Vietnam fulfils (sic) all the conditions required by
international law to assert its.claim to possession of these islands."18
The RVN white paper cites evidence in an atlas compiled by Do Ba
around 1630-53, which described Vietnamese salvage operations in the
Parace};,lg as we]f as foreign sources such as the Dutch Journal of
Batavialwhich deséribéd Dutch negotiations with the Vietnamese over
shipwrecks and salvage procedures in the Parace]s.zo The Vietnamese

fi mandarin Le Qui Don recorded detailed descriptions of the flora and

fauna of the Paracels in his "Phu Bun Tap Luc" (Miscellaneous Records

on the Pacification of the Frontiers).z1 Don also described visits to

the islands by members of the "Hoang Sa Company," who spent eight
months of each year in such activities as fishing and salvage work,
on the islands. 22

According to official RVN sources, a "Doi Hoang Sa" or Hoang Sa
Society had been formed as early as 1700 for commercial exp]oitatidn
of the Paracel archipelago. The first Ngoyen emperor, Gia Long,
reactivated the society in 1802; in 1816 had the Vietnamese flag
o raised over the Parace]s.23

From the 18th century, the Vietnamese cite the 1701 diary of a

French missionary aboard the ship "Amphitrite" in which he described

22
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§? the hazérds encountered around the Paracels, and stated that the islands
24

belonged to Vietnam. The Vietnamese also cite French Admiral
d'Estaing's reports, noting Vietnamese military (naval) activity in the
Paracels in 1768, and the fact that many cannon in the Vietnamese éhore
defenses were removed from British and Portuguese wrecks in the Paracels,

“as proof that by the mid-18th century, the Paracels already figured

prominently in Vietnam's defensive plé%s.zs Lord MacCartney in his

: book, A Voyage to Cochin China, pub1ishéd in 1806,26 also mentioned
| Vietnamese economic ties to the Paracels. _
In 1836, the VietqameseMinistry of Public Works requested thaf
Emperornyinh Mang .send yearly missions to fully explore, survéy, and
map théjgs]ands, ﬁince they were "of great strategic importance to our
-‘maritime borders." Both the Paracel and Spratly groups were included
fi . in the "Detailed Map of the Dai Nam," in 1838, although neither was
correctly located.27 .
After 1883, all Viefnam became a French protectorate, and today
_the Vietnamese claim that the French not only preserved but reinforced
;{he Vietnamese tit]e‘to sovereignty over the Paracels.Zd They further
claim that it ;;s a 1925 French scientific mission which proved the
existence of a continental shelf reaching out in platforms from the
Vietnamese coast, with the Paracels resting on one of these p]atforhs.29
In 1932, the French made the Paracels an administrative unit of
Thua Thien Province, an act which was cénfirmed by Emperor Bao Dai in
« 1938.%0 ,
In October, {950, France forha]]y turned over the defense of the

Paracel Archipelago to the Vietnamese (although French troops garrisoned

23
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the islands until 1956.)31 The following year (1951) Vietnamese Premier

o~

Tran Van Huu attended the Japanese Peace Conference in San Franciscb,
where he affirmed the RVN's rights over both the Paracels and Spratlys:
, In‘1961, RVN President Ngo Dinh-Diem signed a decree transferring the
Paracels from the jdrisdiction of Thua Thien province back to Quang
:Nam proviﬁce. The entife archipelago was‘éiven the status of a "xa"

{village). Hence, in 1969, they became part of the mainland village
. . 3

of Hoa-Long.in ngng'Nam'proVince. © Over the next five years, the
RVN carried out phosphate exp1oifétion and oﬁerated a weather'station
- on Pattle Island in fhe Crescent Group.

Whenf in 1%743';he PRC wrested control of the Crescent Group from
the RVNg;ﬁd consoiidated ifs control of the entire Paracel Archipelago,
neither}the SRV nor its southern client, the Provisional Revolutionary

E 4 ~ Government (PRG) made any protest; however, shortly after the fall of
the RVN in 1975, the SRV oécupied several islands in the Spratly
~archipelago and publicly "assumed themantle" vis-a-vis claims by the

*.defunct RVN to both the Paracels and the Spratlys.

#

}Chinese_C1aim to_the Spratlys
| The eaf]iest reference to a Chinese presence in the Spratlys dates
" back to 1867, when the crew of a British surveying ship met Chinese
1'f$sherman from Hainan on the largest of the Spratly Islands. In accor-
. dance with what those fishermen had sidid, in their Hainan dialect, the
British called the island "Itu Aba," a name still used on Western charts.,
= in Chinese, the Spratlys were referred to as "tuan sha qun dao" until

shortly after World War II, when the name "Nan Sha" was used.33
L |
24
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%?_ The PRC insists that many Hainan fishermen began to “settle on
the Nan Sha {Spratly) islands long ago, and in addition to fishery,
developed horticulture, reclaimed land, raised poultry, and engaged

34 The Chinese cite Japanese sources who

in mining phosphate areas.
recorded evidence at the beginning of this century, of Chinese wells,
'tombs; and temples on Bei Zi Reef, Xi Yue, Zhong Ye, and Tai Ping
Is1ands. The Chingse also point to descriptions of Tife in the Nan
Sha Is1ands made by’both Frencﬁ and Cﬁinese observers during. the _ .
pefiod of French occupation.35
IUnti] fhe 1930s the Chinese claim to both the Paracels and Spratlys
ﬁppeareq‘to be unchél]enged and was, in fact confirmed by seve}a1
internagiona1 and Chinese domestic acts. In 1883, the German govern-
ment tried to survey the Spratlys but ceased when China protested.
Et» ) After Vietnam became a bro?ectorafe of France in 1884, on June 26,
| +1887, a convention respecting the Delimitation of the Frontier between
- China and Tongkin (Vietném) was signed, Article III of which provided
. _1'_.that, "the islands lying east of a line from 105° 43'E Tong running
| north-south thnpugh the eastern point of Tra-Co island," are Chinese.
Those west of the line were regarded as part of Vietnam.36 Both the
Paracels and Spratlys lie east of that Tine.
vIn July, 1933, when the French government announced it had occﬁpied
.nine of the Spratlys, it also noted in its official gazette that the only
persohs found on the islands were Chineée.37
- | In April, 1939, Japan announced that it had placed both the Paracels
and Spratlys under the jurisdiction of Kao-hsiung County of Taiwan,

then a territory of: the Japanese Empire.38

25
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' In November, 1946, the (Nationalist) Chinese government sent a
?? - naval contingent, with officials from the Ministry of Internal Affairs

( andlthe Guang dong Provincial Government, to take over the islands, 4

,'This group surveyed each of the major islands, stationed garrison forces

. on severa1, and erected Chinese terr1tor1a1 stone tablets on Itu Aba,
a]ong with weather and radio stations. In March 1947, the islands were
temporar11y placed under the adm1n1strat10n of the Chinese Navy. On

December 1, 1947 the M1n1stry of Interna1 Affa1rs pub11c1y announced

| ‘new names for each island and since then, all Chinese maps have so
'inscribed them in the territorial scope of China. At that time, no
country protested the Ch1nese takeover the new names, or the inclusion
| within the terr1tor1a1 scope of China. 39
In May 1950, after the fall of Hainan Island, the Nationalists
i{ withdrew their forces from the SpratTys and in September, 1951, at
the Japanese Peace'Conference in San Francisco, Japan renounced its
claim to the Spratlys. Whi]e the PRC was not invited to that conference,
PRC Foreign M1n1ster Zhou En-lai sa1d on August 15, 1957 that no decision
made at the conference wou]d alter the PRC's "invoilable sovereignty
over Nanwei Is]and (Spratly Island)," although the Republlc of China
interpreted the Japanese renunciation as the transferal of the Pescadores,
Parace]s and Spratlys to Taiwan.40
v In 1956, when a Filipino, Tomas Cloma, announced his "discovery"
of the Spratlys and claimed the estab1i§hment of the "Free Territory of
ﬁg.Free1andia,t both Beijing and Taiwan reacted quicklys; the former with
‘ a note of protest, the latter with a naval contingent. A7lthough the
' F1]1p1nos were found to have departed, Taipei estab]]Shed a garr1son on

l:_ . Itu Aba which is was since maintained,*!
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The Taipei government has also actively protested claims or
occupation by the Vietnamese, both under the RVN and the SRV. It has
periodica11y sent military contingents to re- supply and re- garr1son
Itu Aba, and until around 1974, sent joint teams from the Navy and
Ministryvof Internal Affairs to inspect the islands and re-erect
Chinese national boundary tablets. As Jate as 1972, a Chinese patrol
boat temporarily apprehended a Japanese trawler entering its territorial
sea around Itu Aba:42 .

The Taipei government has otherwise been content to restrict its

claims of sovereignty to a continued presence at international carto-

| graph1c conferences and d1p10mat1c protests or representation to the

RVN or the Ph111pp1nes rejecting their challenge to Chinese sovereignty
over the islands.

The PRC, on the other hand, made bellicose rumbTings in 1974 when,

~after the RVN defeat in the Paracels, the RVN occupied several of the

Spratlys. After 1975, tﬁe PRC made similar moves toward its former
Vietnamese allies when the SRV promptly took over the RVN bases. The
PRC has also fumed per1od1ca11y over dr11]1ng operations in the Reed

t

Bank sponsored by Man1]a

i
Vietnamese Claims_to the Spratlys

As early as 1802, Emperor Gia Long of the Nauven dynasty sent the
Pek1ng court a map defining the limits of his kingdom, which clearly
showed the Spratly Islands under the jurisdiction of Hue. 43 However,
™ the Vietnamese have been unable to present any hard ev1dence of a
continued, or even intermittent, presence in the area -over the following

130 years, The Saigon white Paper merely states that, "unlike the case

27
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§§ of the Hoang Sa (Paracel) Islands, the former emperors of Vietnam did
‘:' not have the time to strengthen these contacts through the organ1zat1on
of an administrative jurisdiction. w44 :
A circa 1838 map by Phan Huy Chu expressly mentioned the Spratlys,
- under the name "Van Ly Truong Sa," as a part of Vietnamese territory;
however, " the archipelago was not correctly 10cated.45
In April 1930, the French gunboat “"Le Malicieuse" reconnoitered
the waters surrounding the Sprat]}s and apparently occupied_one-is]and.46_
In the spring of 1933, a three-ship French expedition occupied the two
principal islands, Itu Aba and Spratly, as well.-as seven other isiands
of the_éprat]y archfpe?agot Paris publicly announced their annexation
on Ju1y726, 1933,'47 Itu Aba became the "administrative capital" where
all services were cgntered. The RVN white paper stqtes that because of
‘? : the isolation and hardship involved in Tiving in the Spratiys, only
volunteers were sent there} if none could be found, private citizens
(Europeans only) were hired as “contract officia?s.“48
Three months after the official incorporation of the Spratlys, the
archipe1ago was made a part of Ba-Ria province. This organization was
conflrmed by the RVN in 1956, and in 1973, the Spratlys were attached to
a village of the same province, now called Phuoc Thuy.49
In 1938, a meterological station was set up on Itu Aba; howeve},
according to the RVN white paper, "State activities on the Spratlys were
necessarily restricted, because the islands were uninhabited and
“ situated too far away from the mainland." The RVN claimed that by
operating the weather station and undertaking geographic and geologic
studies" on behalf of Vietnam," the French "substantiated" the right to

Ei sovereignty over a territory."so
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, From 1956 on, the RVN navy began to launch various operations to
%? reassert control over the Spratlys. They erected "sovereignty steles"
and conducted f1ag-raising ceremonies on numerous islands. 51

In August or September of 1973, (for the first time) the RVN sent

troops to the Spratlys. Initially, less Fhan 100 men were garrisoned

“‘on ‘Nam Yit island, but their strength was increased to several hundred
durlng the follow1n; months and especially after the battle in the
Parace]s in January, 1975. The GVN garrisoned at 1east f1ve 1s]ands,
reefs, or cays, with headquarters on Nam Yit. In May, 1975, Radio Hanoi
without going into detail reported the occupation of "var1ous 1s1ands
of the Sprat]y archwpe]ago" by Communist troops. 52 The SRV armed

m

forces are now believed to occupy six islands: Nam Yit, Sand Cay, Spratly

" Island, Amboyna Cay, Pearson Reef, and Sin Cowe Island.

>

i ‘fﬁ’ Philippine Claim to the Spratlys

The Republic of the Philippines, as mentioned, claims ownership
of only a few islands which were "discovered" by Tomas Cloma. On
. May 15, 1956, Cloma's ‘group raised the Philippine flag on one of the
unoccupied islands and formally staked a c]aim; ca171n§*the islands
“Kalayaan," or "Freedom Islands." The PRC, Taiwan, and the RVN reacted
"angrfly to the claim, and Taiwan sent troops to the SpratTys On
- Ttu Aba Island, the Chinese removed markers placed by Cloma‘'s group,
and in October 1956, there was an armed. clash, following which, the
Philippine claim to Spratly Island (Nan wei dao) was withdrawn, >3
S Since about 1957, the Phi?ippines has based its'c]aim to the

Sprat]ys on four arguments: that the islands were unoccupied and .there-

';(L - fore available for economic exploitation and settlement by anyone; that

29
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‘ ' the Spratlys had been turned over to the Allies by Japan under the terms
%E- .of the 1951 Peace Treaty signed in San Francisco, but a final disposition
had never been determined; that the Spratlys were used as a springboard
for the invasion of the Philippines in 1941, and that Taiwan's occupation
of Itu Aba constitﬁted a threat to Phi1ippine national security; and
that the 1958 Geneva Convention on the Continental Shelf gave the
Phl]lpp1nes certain rights to exp1ore for 0il in waters off Palawan
Island.> | |
On July 10, 1971, Philippine President Ferdinand Mafcos declared
the Spratlys derelict and disputed, and ordered occupation of three
islands by Philippine marines. In early 1974, the Ph111pp1ne government
sent a d1p1omat1c note to Saigon and Taipei protesting Vietnamese and
Nationalist Chinese displays of force over the issue of the Spratlys
it“ and suggesting referral of the issue to either the U.N.'or the Wor'ld
‘ War II allies. In that noté, Manila claimed that: the islands occupied
by its troops had been acquired by.right of occupation; the islands did
not form a part of the Spratly Island Group, as they were located about
“200 miles to th néftheast" and were only 250 miles directly west of
Puerta Princesé, the capital of Paiawan province; the sovereignty over
the fs]ands which were abandoned and unoccupied, had been acquired by
oqcubation; and the istands were strategically important to national
§ecurity;55 At present, Philippine armed forces reportedly occupy
efght islands: Northeast Cay (ParoTa), Thitu Island (Pagasa), West
.ﬁ,York Island (Likas), Loai ta Island (Kuta), Lam Kiam Cay (Panata),
Nanshan Island (Lawak), Flat Island (Patag), and Commodore Reef

(Riza'l Reef).

i .
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; . The Malaysian Claim to the Spratlys
% The 1978, a senior Malaysian official visited a number of places S
in the southern Spratlys and claimed these for his government In 197@,

‘Malays1a published maps in which the "cont1nenta] shelf" c1a1med by
Kua]a Lumpur included Amboyna Cay, Mar1ve1es Reef, and Commodore Reef. 56

' However, ‘Malaysia has had no physical presence whatever in the area and

f:has not act1ve1y pressed 1ts claim.” When Man]la protested the 1979 claims, . ' -

. . . R

"Kuala Lumpur declared its w1111ngness to resolve all d1sputes by : : g
. A
‘.negot1at10n 57 | _j : o

Discussion

In:oeviewing the e1aims of China, Vietnaﬁ, toe Philippines, Taiwan, .;
.. and Malaysia, several points becoﬁe apparent.
° None of the disputed is]énds Tie on the fcontinentaf shelf"
Agcu of any claimant. The Philippines has asserted that the Reed
' Bank area lies on its continental shelf; however, the bulk are
more than 250 miles from Palawan, and a deep trench runs between
. o L Palawan Island and Reed Bank;58 therefore, the olaim is generally
| “regarded as specious.
:*" .: 5‘;Both China and Vietnam coo1d conceivably claim parts of the
Rqrace] Archioe1ago to be within their respective 200-mile
o veconomic zones. The Philippines and MaTéysia could 1likewise
claim major portions of the Spratly Archipe1ago. However,
ﬁeither China nor Vietnam could so claim any portion of the
o Spratlys.
In September 1958, China formally declared a 12 nautical mile

territorial sea. At that time China also declared that "“this

R _ 31
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: ' | Vprovision apb1ies to all territories of the People's Republic | -‘_}f

% | of éhina, including . . ."the Nansha Islands (Spratlys) and

f - 11 other Islands belonging to China which are separated from :

;?% - ' the mainland and its coastal islands by the high seas."59 Not

; one nation.protested the announcement.

1}' ° Both the PRC and faiwan base their claims on historical posses- | )
"sion by China from the time of the Yuan Dynasty. | o c

In reviewing the specific claims of China and Vietnamto the Paracel T -

' and Spratly archipelagoes, “China" would appear to have a strOnger claim _;' f |
to both groups through discovery, settlement and government sponsored "f‘ J-f>>

commerc1a1 exp]o1tat1on

L VR

Vletnam s case i$ weakened by its late entry as a claimant; the
earliest documented claims originate in the early 19th century. Vietnam
az' | also claims the islands on the basis ot prior occupation by its former
) colonial master, France, which did occupy both the Paracels and the
:Spratlys, and conquest is still a valid method of transferring territory‘
under international Jlaw. However, the Japanese conquered the Spratlys
from Franoe; ano then, after World War II, yie]dedvthem‘without any
| soecification os to whom the is]anos were to be yielded; therefore,
the status of the islands is undetermined. Since the United Nations
. has never acted on the question (a Soviet attempt to award them to
Ch1na was vetoed), the islands would in theory become "terra nullius,"
subject to occupation by any state. 60 This is the basis of the
°§,Ph111pp1ne claim to the Sprat]ys,61 although Taiwan v1ews them as
be]ong1ng to "Ch1na" and has reoccupied Itu Aba accord1ng]y. Vletnam
would have the r1ght under either the RVN or SRY flags, to those islands
%(; it has ocoup1ed.s1nce 1956.

""&“

ot

"‘)l ; ' : ,‘ !i".
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qi_ In picking up the historical threads after World War II, no

real territorial dispute occured between China and Vietnam throughout

<

the 1950s and 1960s, primarily because during that time, Vietnam was

l engaged in a war, first with France and then with the United States, '_J

? and depended on Chfna for aid and support;;q2

L4
L

‘ _ A .
China is quick to point out that Vietnam recognized Chinese
{ !

sovere1gnty over the two archlpe1agoes on numerous 0ccas1ons during
th1s period. On September 14, 1958, in response to a Chinese declaration ‘s

stat1ng that the territory of the People's Repub11c of China "includes

the Chinese mainland and its coastal islands . , . the Xisha (Paracel)

Islands. .. . . the Nansha (Spratly) Islands . . . ," Vietnamese Premier

Pham Vae‘Dong sent a note to Zhou Enlai stating, "the Government of the
Democratic Republic of Vietnam recognizes and supports the declaration
1[l i of the People's Repub]ic of China on China's territorial sea made on
o QJ . September 4, 1958" and that "Vietnam respects this decision,"®3

And on May 9, 1965, referring to the United States dec]aratior
- ; .of fhe Gulf of Tonkin as part of the "combat zone," the DRV said,

?iﬂ' "U S. Pres1dent Lyndon Johnson de51gnated the whole of Vietnam and
B AR

-5the adaacent waters which extend roughly 100 miles from the coast

i h

e iy

of V1etnam and part of the territorial waters of the People's Republic
E oﬁ China in its Xisha (Paracel) Islands . . . ."6% . |
:;¥€if}"'it would now appear that, prior to 1975, Hanoi was willing to
i.ecquisece in Chinese claims as long as Saigon remained more or less
&¢ind1fferent However, once Saigon began attempts to Aassert sovereignty
0ver the 1s1ands, Hanoi became reluctant to take the opposite stand

i '
'so as not to appear to side with the historic enemy of the Vietnamese

3[:= I; peop1e._ . , ’

PR UL s S R S G : | | i
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In early 1959, Saigon landed troops on one of the Paracels,
lkidnapped dozens of Chinese and destroyed the Chinese flag. RVN
gunboats also harrassed Chihese'fishing in the Paracels. In 1961,
Saigon announced the incorpofation of the Paracels into Quang Nam
province, and in 1973 the incorporation of ‘the 11 main islands in the
Spratlys into Phuoc Thuy prov1nce A11 of these incidents drew strong
Ch1nese protests, but neither Hano1 nor its client Prov1s1ona1 Revo-
lutionary Government (PRG) in South Vietnam expressed a word of support
for China. 66 . ‘

In 1974, whee China expelled RVN troops frem the Paracels and
Saigon occupied five qf the Spratlys, no other nation's government
supporfed the claims of the RVN. The DRV and PRG both avoided the

choice between denying Vietnamese sovereignty on the one hand and
supporting Saigon against Beijing, on the other.67 Only after the
fall of the RVN in 1975, and Hanoi's occupation of the islands in the
Spratlys formerly held by the RVN, did Hanoi and the PRG begin to
- assert thet "the freguent]y complex disputes over territories between |
neighboring'countries demand careful and circumspect e%aﬁination.
Countries involved should settle such disputes by negotiation . . "68
By the words "complex disputes," previous Vietnamese recognition of
Ch1nese clalms was implicitly withdrawn, and in late 1975, a new
territorial map of the reunited Vietnam for the first time included
the Paréce]s, as well as the Spratlys, as part of Vietnam.69
= In June 1977, Chinese Premier Le Xian Nian reminded Pham Van Dong
of Hanoi's past statements of support and admonished him on Vietnam's

- change of mind after 1974, Dong reportedly described Hanoi's previous

34
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i?_' ' position as a "matter of necessity" as part of the "resistance to

"U.S. imperia]ism."70
Hanoi and Beijing would now appear to be in an unbreakable impéssé N

'over'these territorial claims. The conflicting claims to the Paracels

S

\tand‘Sprat1ys are actually only one aspect of a broader conflict which

. also 1nvo1ves conflicting c]a1ms over the Sino- V1etnamese land border

:'as we11 as the demarcat1on of the Gu]f of Tonk1n S

o On March 5, 1979, 1mmed1a§¢1y after the Swno-Vietnamese border .- ,;‘ﬁ
war, Vice;Premier of the PRC,“Li'Xian Nian, déclared that China was |
prepared to méke concessions on the contested land areas if Vietnam was
"reagonﬁb]e on other territorial issues," i.e., on tﬁe Gulf of Tonkin
and the‘ownership of the South China Sea is]ands.71 This statement

] can be ihterpreted to mean that the issues involving %erritoria] waters

itA ' and the islands in them are far more important to both parties than

the demarcation of a common border.

ey
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Part IIl: The Importance of the Islands: Strategic or Economic? = .

in'assessing the importance of the Paracel and Spratly archipelagoes

to Ch1na and V1etnam, all observers immediately 1dent1fy two important

’factors. ‘their strateg1c geograph1ca1 position in the South China Sea,

‘and the potent1a1 presence of 1arge depos1ts of oil. 1 wou]d suggest

that wh11e China sees the 1s]ands in terms of both these cons1derat10ns,'

Vletnam s primary interest is in the latter.

Strategic Considefation

A quick glance at a map of Southeast Asia confirms that the Paracel

and Spratly archipelagoes sit astride the main sea lanes through the

South China Sea.1 These lanes are used by international shipping

moving from the 0il fields of the Middle East, through the Indian Ocean
and the Malacca Strait enroute to East Asia. This is Japan's oil life-

line, and it is estimated that every 10 minutes, a tanker bearing crude

fo11 from the Persian Gulf transits the Malacca Strait enroute to

Japanese refindries. 2 The Japanese recognized the strateg1c importance

of these islands when during World War II they used the Paracels as an

advanced submarine base.3 Even today, anchorages, supply depots,
defeﬁsive'monitoring and intelligence-gathering stations could be
established in either or both archipeiagoes, to provide a critical

: China has already so fortified the Parace]s.5

strategic advantage.
These same sea lanes are also the main line of movement for Soviet

submarines and surface ships of the Soviet Far East fleet between -the

‘; 40




%

‘la 200-m11e econom1c resources Zone around the ent1re archipelago,

ey
= A

. Of ihnigcent

T

= of the traditional high seas will remain; freedom of nav1gat1on and
;

. example, should the PRC control the Spratlys, it could cite environ-
A - :‘,—%
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Indian Ocean and Far East Fleet Headquarters at Vladivostok. Soviet
naval units also use these waters enroute to and from the newly-
- acquired naval and air bases at Da Nang and Cam Ranh Bay in Vietnam

Under existing international law, the coastal state which occupies

the Is1ands in an archipelago could conceivably apply the arch1pe]ag1c

-

‘principle and claim, in add1t1on to the immediately adjacent waters,

determ1ned from the outermost point of each 1s]and Any state in contro]
of the Paracels and Sprat]ys could place a substant1a1 part of the South
+ China Sea under its jurisdiction

The coastal state would have sovereign - )
rights within the zone for the purposes of exploiting, COnser91ng, ‘

and managing the resources of the seabed, subsoil, and the seas above.6

Al1 the claimants in this case, i.e., China, Vietnam, Taiwan, the

Philippines, and Malaysia, realize that when technologically poor

. hations cannot exploit ocean resources, the only benefit is to stake
Lo a c]aim7 and manage the exploitation.
.

It is expected that within this economic zone, a large proportion

overfllght will be preserved 8 However, there are niceties which could
be appTied to impede or even prohibit certain nava1 traffic., For

-
3 menta1 safeguards to prohibit Soviet nuclear-powered vesse1s from
_h trans1t1ﬁg the waters. It could also invoke that portion of the doctrine

passage which gives a coastal or arch1pe)ag1c state the

right to “suspend temporar11y the 1nnocent passage of foreign ships if

-

such suspens1on is essent1a1 for the protection of its security.,"
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i "Acts pfejudicia1 to security" would include: 1) threat or use of
%%— -forcé, 2) exercises with weapons, 3) launching or taking aboard air-
craft, and 4) research or survey activities of any kind.9
In the summer of 1979, short]y-after signing agreements with four
u.s. 611_compan1es for joint prospecting for offshore 0il in the Gulf
. of Tonkin,s China reiterated its claim to the Paracels and then
announced four "dangerareas"%djacent to Hainan Island and the Parace1s;3
closing them to both naval and air act1v1ty, the latter to include all
altitudes between 1,000 and 20,000 meters Nh11e the Chinese gave no
reason for this action, there was speculation that it was a bid to
achieve international acceptance of territorial c1aims.10
Thus, possession-of the two archipelagoes would give China the
. potential to control movement in the South China Sea, and enable China
%5- '-"to break the Soviet Union's miTitéry encirclement of China, China
| might conceivably even be éb1e'to force the Soviet fleet to go around
" Indonesia and the Philippines in order to reach Vladivostok.ll,Poséession
bf the Spratlys by the SRV, on the other hang, would indirectly provide
those same economic and strategic benefits to the Soviet Union to be

t

' used against Japan, China, Korea, or the United States.

* China and Offshore 0i]

Although the avérage depth of the South China Sea is about 1,600
meters, the northern portion (the Chiha_Basin) averages about 4,300
meters and the Palawan Trough averages from nearly 3,000 meters to a
iasimui depth of over 5,000 meters off Palawan IsTané .12
Both the Paracel &nd Sprat]y Islands are situated in the deep basin

13 .
Eth area,”” with average depths of almost 1,000 meters around the Paracels
}

I
¢
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3? . and about 3,000 meters around the Spratlys.14 Generally speaking, R
- those portions of the South China Sea which 1ie beyond China's cont1nenta1 Y

she]f are, for the present beyond the PRC's capability to exp]o1t 15 T

. In addition to greath depths, environmental factors (i.e., wave frequency _ k,
.E and height, bottom conditions,'surface currents, and wind/typhoon o { fg

o I R L

| exposure) great]y comp11cate dr1111ng operations. The PRC's offshore o
0il dr1111ng techno1ogy, even th;t inherited from the Russian presence .
“in the 19505,15 espec1a11y rud1mentary Th1s is attested by the con- »f":: }l
t1nu1ng 1mports of 011 dr1111ng, extraction, and transportation equwpment
from Japan, Roman1a, the USSR, and the United States. 16
However, s1nce the Tate 19505, the PRC has shown increasing interest
in the South China Sea and its potential bonanza of offshore oil.
" - Beginning in 1968, scientists from the Institute of Oceanography on the
it o South China Sea began investigations around the islands claimed by the
PRC. According to the Chinese press, "these investigations included
‘marine gravity, magnetism, hydrography, meterology, biology, chemistry,
'; and geology with the aim of he1p1ng exploit the resources in the South
haChina Sea and develop marine science. w17
‘ However, e}though the work was u]timate]y postponed, it Was the C ; X
" DRV which took the.initiative in exploring the area when it informed S
':the'PRqﬁin late 1973 of its intention to prospect for 0il in the Gulf . .f
T - ‘ . ~?nof Tonkin. | _ |
In 1977, the PRC announced that a "scientific investigation ship" - |
fS had surveyed areas between the Paracels and Sprat]ys during a 58-day,
4,926 nautical n11e voyage for the Institute of Oceanography on the

South Ch1na Sea under the Chinese Academy of Sciences. The same news

3
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: release announced that five other voyages had been made to the Paracels
E? and Spratlys "within the last ten years."20

In November 1978, at Teast three 0il rigs were in place west ™’
of Ha1nan Island and Tight crude oil was found there.z1

H

Dur1ng the early 1970s, China's 011 exploration act1V1ty in the

" South China Sea was constrained not only by the technical difficulties = °
| o
' and costg1nv01ved but a]so by po]1t1ca1 uncertainties. China's o1}

p]anners are now aware that many of the prom1$1ng areas in the South e _' f,

Ch1na Sea are now, including areas near the Paracel and Spratly archi- f:;';'
: pe1agoes, within the reach of drilling technology, or will be by‘the
late 19305}22 However, many of these areas appear Tikely to remain
beyond Western préduction techniques until perhaps the 19905.23 There-
'fore, an interim goal is to acquire Western technology, gain experience
%i ’\ | inall phases of managing joint-ventures in o1l exploration and production,
- and most importantly, secure recognition of China's territorial claims
by the time technological advances make possible.the full exploitation
of China's o0il resources,
' Beiﬁing's stated bian is to double 0i1 production. by the year 2000. T
. xTh1s w111 be done almost ent1re1y by mass1ve exploitation of China's ( ! »®
| -:offshore 021 reserves, estimated in 1981 to be nearly 74 billion barrels, N
+ which could make China the world's fourth largest producer of 011 , oy
By f986 exploration costs in the South China Sea alone are expected
: to resdch US $250~300 miilion per year, Plans call for the drilling
éf 110 wi1dcat exploratory wells and 100 evaluation and confirmation

WG1]s in areas of the Pearl River Estuary, the Yinggehai Basin, and
the Gu1f of Tonkin, 25 | '

R i 24
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B4 S G1ven all these expectat1ons it is unlikely that China will - :. ?ﬁ 'j:{
%?. %'relanqu1sh C1a1mS to terr1tor1es which possibly conta1n 0il deposits, t : TT ?;

: and highly probable that the PRC will take any action necessary, et
&;“’ 1nc1ud1ng the military opt1on to protect those claims.

G N

r
:- r . . \
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-" .L.:“E ' . )
’ . Vietnam and'Offshore i1 ‘ R

o - - -

3 Dur1ng the French c010n1a1 period in Vietnam, an active interest
l". f -lt I

¢! e . *a -8

was susta1ned in searchlng for 0i1 throughout Indochina, espec1a]1y s

P
-
f" 'w,»-,_,
>~
i, .

; ;?' after the Dutch dlscoverles in Indonesia. However, nothing came of . :'£~-
' i these attempts which ceased in 1945 with the c011apse of French |
» author1ty.26 \

) ;. In 1967 us1ng u. S, Navy oceanographic ships, the United Nations .

;- Economic Commission for As1a and the Far East (ECAFE) mapped the

. ' reg1oo extending from the Sea of Japan south along the coast of China
3&_ | i and around the Indochinese -peninsula into the Gulf of Siam. While
3 the initial findings were discouraging, the geologists did find a
desirabie dril]ing area on the continental shelf, southeast of South

V1etnam conta1n1ng a progected 140,000 cubic statute m11es of o1l I

Lo
t

3
BN
L l
1

- sedlments. A 1erger area is said to extend from southwest of the L o
. b .y
z '1§prat1y Is]ands, looping around toward the Sarawak coast, south of o
) 1 | |
% 27
t

he Spratlys.
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5

Magnet1c f1e1d survey data from. Project MAGNET of the U,S, Naval

'. Oceanographwc 0ff1ce was analyzed by the German Geological Survey for

Py

i ‘were 1dent1f1ed name'ly, the Can Tho and Ca Mau bas1ns of the Mekong
Q De‘lta.?8 ‘ ‘

: a geophysical interpretation, and two large sediment~f111ed basins B
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Acéording to Dr. K. O.Emery, a marine biologist of the Woods

. Hole Oceanograpﬁic Institute and an advisor to ECAFE, the Asian coastal

- area is equal in potential to the Middle East or to the 0il fields of °

- Veﬁzue1a and the Gulf of Mexico combined,29 more significantly, the

'i baéih'off South Vietnam is ‘particularly desirable because local 0il

- sediments there are low in sulphur.30

Duyipg 1969 and 1970; wiih the permission of the RVN government,
a detaf1éd'survex of thé Vietnamese southeastern continental shelf was
carried out by a consortium of private oil companies. The results were
sufficient1y~encouréging by mid-1973 for the RVN to solicit bids.
Thirty-eight companiesvfrom six nations responded and four U.S. oil
companfes and a Candian group were granted exploration rights on
Vietnam's continental sheTf.31 The security situation in the Mekong
Delta precluded any exp]oration/eip]oitafion activity.

The first well was begun in August 1974, and by March 1975, the

exploration program had made significant progress and was continuing

- to gain momentum. However, in April, because of the deterioration of

- the military situation, all the oil rigs were towed away and the

'-_personnél were withdrawn,3%. The extent of the deposits remains unknown.

=

The fofmer RVN had placed great hopes on the discovery of offshore
oil as being one of the solutions to the country's economic woes. The
0il could have provided a source of badly needed hard currency-if only
to offset a portion of the nation's.cosf]y 0il imports. Vietnam had
few other mineral resources and agricultural deve]opment was either
petarded or destroyed by the war. Additionally, after the Amerxcan
withdrawal in 197333 the RVN faced an ever- ~dwindling f1ow of U.S.

economic and military support.
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55? The early stages of the oil exploration program did indeed
‘ ‘contribute significantly to the RVN economy in the form of taxes

3% Unfortunately,”

and fees levied against concessionaire companies.
" the dream of oil riches might also have touched off a spark of nationalism
thieh reQignited regiona] territorial disputes between Vietnam and
| Cambodia, and Vietnam and Indone51a and might also have been the reason
beh1nd the RVN move on the Paracels in January 1974. Finally, oil
;;'may have been an added element in conv1nc1ng the North Vietnamese to
:; seek a final y1ctory on the battTef1e1d, fear1ng that 011 discoveries
~ might become a crifica] factor in determining the course of the Vietnam
B war,‘i.e., a fresh source-of economic eupport for the Thieu regime.35
In 1973, the DRV was also taking steps toward exploration for
%bi1. According to Japanese sources, prospects for 0il in North
'ﬁi ' Vietnam are also bright. Two Japenese 0il companies competed with
" French and Italian compahies for bids on offshore exploration in the
Gu]f of Tonkin;36 hewever, so as not to annoy China, Hanoi reportedly
~.1ater abandoned thefi@ea,
Immediately after‘the conquest of South Vietnam, Hanoi invalidated
oil epntraets signed with the RVN government, an action which cost
‘U.Sf'Oil companies, whom Hanoi had accused of "plundering" Vietnam's
. resources, some $50 million invested in exploration and a comparable
~ figure in distribution facilities. 38 However, in August 1975, Hanoi
created a cabinet- 1eve] national 011 and gas agency and officially
- &hnounced its willingness to renegotiate the terms for offshore o0il
ekpioration'with eny foreign o0il company ready to participate in the

country's search for oil, Negotiations were initiated with Norwegian,

“ 47
1
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ﬁ; Japanese and Algerian companies for various forms of help in exploration
(: The French began negotiations for a contract to construct a logistics
base at the seaport of Vung Tau, and Norway agreed to provide an off- *
shore drilling rig and technical training in its use. The PRG even
approached American companies and invited them to return; however, the
-United States trade embargo against V1etnan1brought'that effort to a
standst111 39
In_1976, Hanoi hired a French company tp conduct seismic surveys
- in the offshore areas near south Vietnam which had previously been
’ explored by the RVN.4O' Since that time, seismic and exploration
contracts have been awarded to Canadian, Italian, and west'German concerns.
Vietnam's entrance into COMECON, coupled with the U.S. trade embargo,
have paved the way for an agreement with five COMECON partners, the
i%: | | Soviet Union, Bulgaria, Czechoslovakia, Hungary, and Poland, to aid
- Vietnam in surveys for ofl'in projects running from 1981 to 1990.41
Judging from the speed with which the SRV has entered into the
' noqT game," it would appear that, Tike the RVN, the SRV is also antici-
'_pating the discovery of pffshore 0il in order to rescue its economy,
- which eight ye;rs after the war, remains in disarray due in part to
 ..i Vietnah's Cambodian war, the costs of rebuilding both North and South,
; and general mismanagement of the entire economy. According to United
-ﬂ States‘State Department estimates, by, the end of the fiscal year
~ending in June 1980, the Soviet Union had poured $1 billion of
. economic and military aid into Vietnam, and that aid continues at a

rate of over $3 million per day.42

48
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%@ ' In July 1981, Vietnamand the Soviet Union signed an agreement to

(: " establish a joint enterprise to survey and explore for 0il and gas on

LY

the continental shelf of South Vietnam. According to Do Muoi, Vice-
E ** +" Chairman of the Council of Ministers, "thousands of Soviet cadres and
.- Lexperts are now cooperating with us in oil .exploration and exploitation

. along the continental shelves in an effort to help our country quickly e
. 43 :

I
-among observers as to how much Moscow would be able to achleve in off-

P
2 N

— e ey
o

'obtafn oi] and natura] gas." A]though'there was considerable skepticism

P
LA8

shore explorat1on g1ven its own technical weaknesses in thlS f1e1d
" Hanoi appeared opt1m1st1c that with Soviet aid,. it could begin to
exploit offshore oil reserves by 1983.44
Given the PRC'; renewed drive for oil exploration in the Gulf of B
'.; Tonkin, (the delineation of which is still contested by the SRV),
'%% ’ “"China's on-shore discoveries in the Paracels {(which Vietnam also .
| claims), and Vietnanﬂsintehtioh to explore for 0il in offshore areas ’
* close to the Spratlys (claimed by China but several islands of which

. are SRV-occupied), it would appear that the quest for oil could

-
—— e

~ eventually lead to renewed armed conflict between Chiqa and Vietnam.
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Part IV: The Military Capabilities of the Claimants C s

During the 1974 clash in the.Parace1s, for several reasons, the
- PRC héd a decided édvantage over the RVN ferces. First, the Chinese
.' “reaction” was a carefully-planned and coordinated, well-executed
- combinquarms oper%tion, involving aircraft, ships, and infantry. The
- Chinese People’'s L{beration Army (PLA) had employed such tactics against .
Hainan and Quemoy in 1949-50, Yikiangshan and the Tachens in 1954-55,
and Quemoy again in 1958. The RVN forces had no such experience.
| Reportedly, the PLA used its Canton Military Region Headquarters as the
command post for fhe operation, and therefore had a trained battle-
operations staff and well-established command and control communications
t | throughout the course of the battie.
The PLA also had the Advantages of nearby airbases on Hainan
island and radar on nearby Yung-Xing (Woody) Island,3 while almost all
‘the RVN's F-5 fighters were based at Tan Son Nhut airfield, near Saigon.
Further, no Vietnam Air Force (VNAF) fighter pilot had ever seen aerial
combat and hadflittle or no experience working with the controllers at
the Tactical Air Control Center North Sector (TACC/NS) outside of
Danang, who would have had»directed the fighters. None of the controllers
had ever performed an actual ground—qontrol]ed-intércept (GC1).
On the sea, the Chinese had a simiﬁar advantage. The RVN coast-
< guard cutters, destroyer escorts, and patrol boats were clearly no match
for the Chinese t?sk force which included at least %our destroyers and
a number of short-range missile-firing, fast attack cfaft (FAC's):4

K Militarily and psychologically, RVN military commanders were more

53
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‘o concerned with holding off the Viethamese Communist threat than they}.
%? were a Chinese attack from which the Vietnamese had emerged with only
Tight 1bssés and only the loss of island territory, the defense df'Which
was not‘militarily feasible.
And finally, the northern half of Vietnam was then the Democratic
Repubiic of Vietnam, China's ally, and was hardly in a position to
speak out against an attack on its enemy, the Thieu regime, let alone
Vlcome to their defense. One year later, the s1tuat10n ha§ changed
l drastically. The RVN had been toppled by the DRV.in a8 lightning-swift
fina1 offensive, and the Vietnamese people were now, theoretically,
unified and by 1979 would revive their traditional anti-Chinese brand
of nationalism to challenge Chinese claims to the Paracels and Sprat]y'

groups.

% ‘ Naval Strengths

1 After 1974, the PRC increased its military presence in the South

China Sea. In July 1976 and August 1977, it'held'joint air—sea-amphibiobs

- maneuvers a]ong the séutheast coast;sand embarked on a program to

- strengthen the navy overall., The South Sea Fleet, thh some 600 vessels
dep19yed from Dong Shan to the Vietnam frontier, received its due share.
In May and June, 1980, an 18-ship task force'que a 3b5-day, 8,000 nautical
mile foray into the South Pacific, accompanied by new ocean-going supply
ships, and one year later, a destroyer-led flotiila from the South Sea
Fleet made an operational cruise into the South China Sea.6 On the
'Surfacé, it would abpear that China at last has a "biue water" navy,
1;e;, one capab]e'of a greater role than that of coastal defense.
ER;. : If China intends, as it obviously does, to continue to press claims |

- to the islands in the South China Sea, especially the Spratlys, and to

54
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assert complete control over a 200-mile economic zone for its continental

as well as island territories, then a long-term development program

oriented toward a "blue water" navy is exactly what China requiréé:7 !

\,Bpt how effectively can Chida'dti]ize this naval force to enforce its

j‘territorial claims? Fig; 9

8 shows a comparison of the PRC and SRV

navies in the types of navalvcraft required for such operations. As

- wWith most aspects of the Ch1nese m111tary machine, numbers alone are

P l

not ent1re1y 1nd1ca;1ve. | .
- ATthbugh>ohe sing]é_uﬁ]ocated'hucléar attack submarine would be
of great cdnﬁern to any surface fleet, China would probably
be loath to risk detection of either of the two HAN-class nuclear
5ubmarines by the Soviet TU-95F anti-submarine patrol aircraft
operating &ut of Da Nang and Cam Ranh Bay,9 and Chinese diesel
patrol subﬁarines have only a 7,500 mile maximum cruising range
and can remain at sea only 35-45 days.10
- The missile-equipped destroyers are armed with an obsolete
missile, and haye no effective surface-to-air-missile (SAM)
.system, a primitfve anti-submarine warfare (A%W) capability,
and no ‘over-the-horizon (OTH) radar, 11
- While the fast attack craft (FAC) were Very effective in the
1974 Paracels action, these are strictly short-range boats.
This is probably one reason, along with inadequate air cover,
why the Chinese in 1974 did not-mount-a'simi1ar operation
against RVN garrisons in the Sprat]ys.12
- The Chinese mine warfare capability has notlyet been tested but
could pro&e to be of great value in either an offensive or

defensive role, simply because the Vietnamese have virtually

no capability for laying or sweeping naval mines.
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% ; - Pdg. 9: Comparison of PRC and SRV Navies f
Type Ship | PRC SRV
( | Nuclear attack submarine’ 2 HAN-class o °
Ballistic missile submarine 1 GOLF-class 0
Diesel attack -submarine 92 ROMEO/WHISKEY/MINC 0
Missile-equipped destroyers 12 (w/CSS-N-2 sSM) 0
Frigates 16 (8 w/CSS-N-2) 6
Corvette/pati‘o} escort . ;" " 9 2
Fast attack craft (missile) ‘ 188 (w/CSS-N-2) 8 (w/SS=-N-2)
Fast attack craf;: ('t'orpedo) | 255 8
Fast attack craft (gun) ‘ 376 o 22 )
Fast attaék craft (patrol) 24 10
Large patrol craft 21 4
Mine warfare craft - 80 0
Ocean minesweepers . 23 1
Landing ship, tank (LST) . - 15 4
‘? ' Landing ship, mechanized (LSM) 16 3
:( “Landing craft (various types) 475 18
¢ .
v
- ,

)
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E%% - Although the Chinese have a large number of landing craft, the

vast majority could not operate on the open sea. China is build-

ing a new Alligator-class amphibious landing ship, but at"ﬁregént
the Chinese Navy would be hard-pressed to move more than one infan-

; " try division with 1ight tanks (12,700 men, 37-62/63 light tanks, 32

- . .
[ U

_ R o
T-59 medium tanks),'aﬁd this cou]d only be done over an unopposed

13

rbeach or pfer The absence of a large-scale amphibious capab111ty t

!
indicates that there 1s 1ittle chance in the near .future for PRC
14

-1

“ - -

m111tary planners to attempt to mount a major invasion.

e

h
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Finally, although some destroyers are equipped with SAMs for air

' defense, Chinese ships are'genera11y vulnerable to air attack, relying

primarily on anti-aircraft cannon and machine guns.15

ER

. Air Forces ,

?i Fig. 1016 shows the principal types of bombers, fighters, transports,
* and helicopters in the PLAAF inventory, while Fig. 11 shows operational
, enve1opes from Hainan island, using the combat radii for the major alrcraft

.. types. As can be easily seen, the PLAAF would have no problem putting

L

bombers, fightgr~bombers, or interceptors over the Paracels; however,

';on]y one fighter, the MIG-19 is capable of operating over the Spratlys.

f PLAAF aircraft have never operated at such a great distance from the
LY : . .

y ‘ %ﬁmainland, and even if these could be kept under positive control (i.e.,

ngfvén optimum weather and communications), the MIG-19 would be at the
‘ éxtreme end of its combat radius with Tittle or ‘no fuel to engage enemy
ﬁ?;aircraft. ’
Stmilarly, the TU-4, TU-16, and IL-28 could all be used over the
itf . ;n:"!‘Paracels,tbut only the TU-4 and TU-16 could actually deliver bombs on ; | .

_ targets iq the Spratlys. The TU-4 is a copy of the World War II u.s. _ ’ _
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Aircraft

i
TU-16/BADGER
TU-4/BULL
IL-28/BEAGLE
TU-2/BAT

.—(..
MIG-15/FAGOT ~ -
MIG-17/FRESCO
MIG-19/FARMER
MIG-21/FISHBED .
F-9/FANTAN

LI-2/CAB
IL-12/COACH
IL-14/CRATE
AN-12/CUB
AN-24 /COKE
AN-26/CURL

MI-4/HOUND
M1f67noox -
MI-8/HIP
SA-32/SUPER FRELON

-4,

lassified and Ap

BA7 X

Fig. 10: PRC Air Force (PLAAF)

Role

Intermed-range bomber
Intermed~range bomber
Medium~-range bomber

Medium-range bomber

L 3
' Fighter-bomber -
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.Interceptor
Interceptor '
-Interceptor

Fighter-bomber

Short-range transport
Short-range transport

Short-range transport

Medium~range transport

Short-range transport

Short-range transport

Mediumihelicopter
Heavy heligopter
Medium helicopter

" Heavy assault helicopter
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Radius

(NM) Payloads (1bs)

1,650 6,600

1,550 10,000
550 2,200
570 3,300
150 Cannon, 2-550# bombs
280 'Cannon;2—550#'bombs"
530
360
430 Unknown
550 27 trooés
650 32 troops
550 26 troops
910 100 troops
650 38 troops
650 80 troops -
130 14 troops
165 . 90 troops
115 24 troops
220 30 troops

Cannon,2-550# bombs,_@sl
Cannon, 2~-550# bombs, msl

-
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5 Boeing B-29 Super}fortress. The Chinese have less than 12, and most arel%’ﬁf:'ﬁi

%?? believed to be detivery platforms for nuclear test devices. Both the '

TU-4 and the TU-16 Tack the armament and electronics systems required

for defense against moderp; high—soeed interceptors armed with cannon
.and'radar-guided or heat—seeking missiles,

wh1]e none of the PLAAF E he11copters can reach the Spratiys, a11

' J
L oare capab]e of operat1ons over the Parace]s and could conceivably be

P t

'*'rtffff‘ used to insert troops e1ther to strengthen an existing garrison or to '

repe1 an attack by sea or a1rborne enemy troops

Al Ch}nese'transports except the AN-2 are capable of reaching ,5” _;j%

the Spratlys; however, the lack of suitabje landing strips would dictate | :i f:;%
troop ahd equipment-de11very by parachute drop. The PLA has three =~ =~ - 'ng
airborne divisions which are kept in the Wuhan area as a strategic Ny
ﬁi 4 reserve; however, these troops have never made a combat jump, the

majority of Chinese transbort pilots are untrained in troop dropping,

and if sufficient numbers of troops could be dropped sucessfully, it
. would require an air or sea armada to keép them supplied. The airdrop
~ + and resupp]y operat1ons would be require protect1ve combat air patrols -
(CAP) to protect the transport and the limitations of such protection

o

'have already been d1scussed

{ ” .
: Fig. 1217 shows the SRV's aircraft inventory, and Fig. 13 depicts , CiE

3 their maximum operational ranges from principal Vietnamese airbases.
,;' A nomber'of points are immediately evident. Although none of its
he1tcopters can reach either the Paracels or the Sprat1ys, the SRVAF
. has the capability of placing fighter and bomber sorties over both

. island groups. Additiona]]y, the SRVAF can protect its bombers and

§I;_ ground attock aircraft with late-model American (F-5E) and Soviet

p ? S .f‘ .- '_.-.. B ,’: ‘X. ’ ;.‘k‘ ; : 60
; . » N %55- e Q-i‘_ 1“ “r j N lL ' oy . L
P SH ] 5 “l nﬁ&m 1201 ST fﬁﬁ.* Wk
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) - (MIG-21) interceptors. SRVAF interceptors have greater range plus

&V a1'rborne—aid—to—intercept (AA1) radars, and many of the Vietnamese
pilots and GCI.contre11er§ are combat veterans of the air war over™ if-
. North Vietnam. As can be seen in Fig. 15, SRVAF aircraft could attack
« surface shipping as well as air transports, moving south from China

J toward the Spratlys. By launching sorties from coastal bases in a C

. r1pp1e effect" from North to South the SRVAF would achieve maximum .

- ’ engagement time a11 a]ong the progected enemy path. e

g -

The Soviet Military Presence

Tolthe SRV miiitany strength must be added the Soviet military
presence in Vietna&. .On November 3, 1978, Russia and Vietnam signed
. a “Treaty of Friendsﬁip and Cooperation," the most important part
-0of which dee1s with defense. It is still not clear how deeply the
Russians are committed; however, the operative clause, with respect
- to security guarantees, is Article Six, which states:
“In case either party is attacked or threatened with attack, the
two parties signatory to the treaty shall immediately consult each
- other...and shdi] take appropriate and effective measures to safeguard

'vpeace and the security of the two countries."18

Initially, the SRV
den1ed that it would provide the Soviets with bases in Vietnam; however,

- by mid—1979, a 14—ship Soviet flotilla, with a support force that
included submarines, called at Da Nang and Camranh Bay, and Soviet
TU-95D reconnaissance and TU-95F anti-submarine aircraft now fly

= . . 19
sorties from Da Nang and Camranh.

By 1980, with the stationing of
submarine tenders and repair vessels at Camranh Bay, Soviet nuclear

I‘i_ ) submarines for the first time were permanently stationed east of the A

63
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. 4

& Malacca Strait.

operations in the South China Sea.21 During 1980, Soviet submarines,

20 SoViet intelligence collection ships have also begun

guidedbmissi1e destroyers, and the aircraft carriers Minsk and Kiev have

cé]]éd'at Camranh Bay, and Soviet technicians have been busy maintaining

*and extending instaﬂations.22 In 1981, the Soviets established a naval

ftask:fdrce which now operates out of Vietnam and patrols the South

- Ch1na Sea, in a pos1t10n to cut off the 0oil routes from the Pers1an

;Lg%w;“

' Gu1f 2.» Soviet ships from Camranh Bay have also been seen Wshadow1ng".
‘Ch1nese naval vessels cruising off the Spratlys.24 According to'United
‘States intelligence estimates, at least 30 Soviet warships are in the

25 and

~South China Sea ét all times 1in. the Vicinity of Camranh Bay,
fhe'facility is seen'hot only as a staging point for naval units pr6~”
ceeding to and from the Indian Ocean and the Persian Gulf, but also as
}[:- o a potential means of apb]jjng military pressure on Vietnam's ne'ighbors.26
| The intensity of the-territorial claims is further eXaéerbated»by
the possibility of oil riches. The PRC is f]exing.its naval muscle
in the South China Se;.. The Soviet Union, by its military presence
‘in Vietnam, could cqnﬁei?ab]y play a major role, shoth another Sino-
‘g{ertnamese conflict erupt.
. “What are the possibilities for a peacefu] resglution to the

4If controversy, and what are the possibi]itiés for armed conflict?

= ’
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.

~Part V: The Potential for Renewed Sino-Vietnamese Armed Conflict

Recent Incidents in the South China Sea

If the "war of words" between and among the various claimants
Teads'one to believe that the controversy over the South China Sea
'is]ands is all sound and no fury, a review of the incidents in the area
;“quickly dispels such a notion.f'The most significant, of course, was N R ;'s
the January 1974 batt]e between China and South Vietnam in the Paracels.
In early November, 1974, three probably Chinese trawlers were
sighted s}ow]y circlfng a Shell Pectin 0il rig located approximately
160 mi]eslsoutﬂeast-df Saigon. The RVN placed its F-5E interceptors
on alert and sent a 5ma11 task force to the area to protect the rig.l
it ' Later reports indicated the trawlers might have been North Vietnamese.
| In f976, the Vietnamese garrison on Southwest Cay in the Spratlys
| fired at a Phi]ippine aircraft. Since that time, the Philippine -
government has §1aéed'mqrines aboard the dri]TShips, and Philippine
navy ships patrol the drf]]ing areas.?

In the suhmer of 1976,vthe PRC complained of Soviet naval activity
in the South China Sea and reported a Soviet submarine in the vicinity
of fhe Xisha Is1ands.3

In April, 1979, the PRC navy captured 24 Vietnamese naval personnel
in 3 boats on a reconnaissance mission ;Qme 500-700 meters off the coast
~of the Xishas. Ai] were released in February, 1980, as a goodwill

gesture for Tet (the Vietnamese Tunar New Year).4 v'
In July, 1979, a Vietnémese gunboat attacked two foreign-owed
]L-  0il rig supply vessels off the coast of Vietnam. It is not known

~

whethgr the attack resulted from policy or overzea]ousness.5

67
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Oh March 3, 1980, a bloody incident occurred approximafe1y 50

Ny

nautical miles due each of Dong Hoi, SRV, 1in which two Vietnamese
gunboats shelled a group of 11 Chinese fishing boats, sinking one and |
capturing another. Eighteen people were reported missing. Hanoi
claimed that the Chinese vessels were gunboats from Hainan Island ,
which had opened fire first.>

On the following day, March 4, 1982, the PRC announced that it
“had seized a Vieﬁnamésé intei]igence collection ship operating just
off the Parace]s.7f

The most recen%»incident was in June, 1982, when off the soufheast
coast of Vietnam an unknown number of Vietnamese boats fired machine-

guns at three U.S. Navy destroyeré. Ironically, one of the destroyers

was the USS Turner Joy, which was involved in the 1964 "Gulf of Tonkin

& ' Incident.”

Possible Ways to Resolve -Some Conflicting Claims

It is interesting that the Vietnamese were the instigators in
virtually all these incidents, for apart from the Sino-Vietnamese
conflict, therg appears to be a good possibility that.éﬁina might be
able to resolve its claims with the other claimant states.

‘As stated earlier, Malaysia has never forcefully asserted its
claim to the few islaﬁds it claims in the Spratlys. This could be in
part because China has recognized the Malacca Strait as being in the
territorial waters of Malaysis and Indonesia. The Tatter state was
the only Asian nation to back China's cTaim after thé 1974 Paracels
incident.

z__ | In the case of Taiwan, China will probably tolerate the Chinese

Nationalist presence in the Spratlys until the issue of China's

68 . ’ . ;
v
LTI PSR B

2B Declassified and Approved For Release 2012/10/17 : CIA-RDP08C01297R000300180003-9 wasd




Declassified and Approved For Release 2012/10/17 : CIA-RDP08C01297R000300180003-9

+

;9 reunification is settled, as it has tolerated their presence since
(: 1959 on Quemoy and Matsu.S
The Philippine governments' drilling activity in the Reed Bank
was initially viewed as a potentiaT threat. However, both China and
a Vietnam are aware that the Mutual Defense Treaty of 1951 ob1igates_the
 U.S. to come to the defense of the Philippines in the event of an
"armed attack...on the island territories under its Jjurisdiction in
“the. Pacific or on its armed forces, public vessels, or aircyaft in
the Pacific."® Manila could invoke the 1951 treaty if Philippine
forces defending 011 operations in the Spratlys were attacked by China

! .
or Vietnam, neitheﬁ of whom are prepared to meet the overwhelming U.S.

air and naval forces.based at Clark Air Force Base and Subic Bay,

respectively.
3 ‘ ' Fortunately, this problem appears to be one which will soon solve
‘:' itself. The Philippine government had initially claimed virtually

ai] the Spratiys; however, by late 1976, there were reports of
diplomatic feelers toAChina from Manila suggesting a division of the
South China Sea under whfch the Philippines would give up its broader
claim in exchaage for Reed Bank and other unspecified parts of the
Sprat]yslo (possibly the London Reefs and Tizard Bank areas, for it
was in these areas that “"significant" 0i1 discoveries were made in

-early 1976).11 ‘
By 1981, the Philippine government had revised its estimate of 01l
reserves in the area from the original 45.2 million barrels downward to

~alt /
11.5 million barrels, after major problems were encountered with difficult

- 12
geology and water seepage.
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' By 1982, of 34 service contracts granted by the government in offshore
J? and onshore drilling areas, all but 10 had been abandoned. It is now
believed that there is little probability of striking commercial deposits
except possibly off northwest Palawan. Even so, 0il deposits there
are séattered, with each pocket too limited for economically feasible
search operations.13
West German researchers say that the oil off Palawan comes from a
marginal source. A JO]Ht study by the Asian Development Bank and the .
World Bank has voiced the belief that there is "very little chance" of
a big oil find in the Philippines. The deposits were found to be smalil
and quickiy exhaustib'le.14
Since these 0i1 ‘deposits now appear to be of marginal importance,
it would be rational for Beijing to seek agreements with Manila for
Zi 'some equitable boundary sett]emenf rather than to risk confrontation
with the United States.l® 'Aléb, by reaching peaceful, equitable
settlements with the Philippines and Malaysia, China gains the goddwi]]
of two important mepbgrs'of ASEAN and avoids charges of “hegemonism"
inlthe.South Chfna Sea. ‘The Tatter is especially desirable in view of

China's long years of effort to rally other Asian nations against

Soviet hegemonism and more recently against Vietnam.16

Some Future Courses of Action for China

Some observers feel that China's restraint with regard to terri-
torial claims probably reflects Beijing's need to secure foreign capital
and advanced technology for the development of its o#fshore 0il resources.
| Multinationals will probably not allocate risk capital in offshore

(_ ' yentures prior to the resolution of conflicting claims, but conversely,

70

i Declassified ahd Approved For Release 2012/10/17 : CIA-RDPOSC01297R000300180003-9 - ieai




e

Declassified and Approved For Release 2012/10/17 : CIA-RDP08C01297R000300180003-9

they also would not pursue exploration in a contested area against
explicit Chinese oéposition.17

China could use its foreign "oil partners,” especially U.S.
companies, as a poiitical buffer with a two-fold function:

]) The 1nvo1vement of U.S. firms in and near contested areas in the

South China Sea merges American and Chinese interests in the event

of a flare-up of 1ongjstandipg territoria1 disputes, and 2) by drawing

U.S. companies into joiﬁt venfUres, China efféctive]y pre-empts Hanoi's
earlier hopes of wooing back U.S. o0il companies to aid in Vietnam's
offshore o0il activity

Also, through such commercial ventures, China could draw U.S.

1nterests 1nto the conf]1ct and fill the strategic void that has

;Jex1sted in the South China Sea since the departure of the U.S. Navy

after the Vietnam War.l8

Other observers contend that China's currently accomodating
position reflects not only a desire to minimize conflict with the
Uu.S., Japan, and certgin other neighboring states, in the context of
the Soviet cha]]enge,‘but also China's Timited military abilities to
19

enforce claims.

Still others contend that Beijing has apparently decided to

~postpone definitive action until its own offshore capabilities are

~ more advanced. As China acquires, either through foreign purchase or

=Bin

‘domestic fabrication, 0il rigs capéb]e'of operating in deeper waters,

it could deploy them selectively in disputed areas, ;ri]]ing symbolic

wildcat wells in preference to sending gunboats.20 At the same
1

time, China would accelerate the development of its naval, fishinb,
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%?, and commercial shipptng torce to better protect and exploit its
territorial "acquisitions;" _ '
While the PRC;appears willing to make concessions to third worldl
- countries in many {nternational matters, there is so far no indication
that it'woo1dvbe wt]ling to give up its claims to.the South China Sea
21 R : _

K islands.

';_ Perhaps the 1ssue for the 1980s is not whether China will rapldly

'a;a acquwre the mxlltary assets to conduct complex offshore air -and naval :":-giif_f;
“fcampa1gns 1n support of these territorial d1sputes, but whether actlons e
of other parties w111 force Beijing's hand on issues the Chinese would
'prefer to reserve for more opportune circumstances. 22 ‘
Han01 is clearly aware of China's inability to take over 1n the
foreseeable future the Spratly Islands by force. Hanoi is also aware ,'
it of’the beneficial effects that woold accrue to Vietnam if the effective
» occupation ot the éix islands in the Spratlys could be pro]onged.23
Thusttar, the PRC has persistent]y held to negotiations desptte
their proven tuti1tty, opparent]y to avoid if possible, and to delay
if unavoidab]e;'peying the high cost of securing by force nominal title
to the Spratlys. However, the Chinese cannot acquiesce 1n a prolonged
' V1etnamese occupatlon of the Spratlys without seriously weakening their
own claim of sovereignty over that archipe]ago.24
A further possibility has been suggested; as long as Vietnam
refuses to give up these islands and China lacks sufficient naval
~i forces to recapture them, the only way for China to press its demands
upon Vietnam is to exert pressure on the land border. 25 However,

I feel that Ch1na S exper1ence from its last "1ncurs1on" into the SRV,

-
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together with the deéire'to avoid the role of imperialist agressor,

g‘\\ﬁi

especially in Sinophobic Southeast Asian eyes, mitigates against this

course of action.

<A Possible Sino-Vietnam Conflict

Based on all the factors previously dwscussed I suggest that
the fol]ow1ng sequence of act1ons could occur:
1) The Ph111pp1nes may reach an accord with Ch1na by wh1ch the Reed
‘;f;,Bank is recognized as belng w1th1n Ph111pp1ne territorial waters, 1n
exchange for wh1ch Man1]a withdraws all its garrisons from the Spratlys
- 2) The SRV taking advantage of the vacuum, may move to occupy the
?}former Ph111pp1ne "possess1ons,“ especially Pagasa Island, with its .
‘ﬂ 6,000 foot runway 26
§ ’3) The SRV then cou]d Fb/A 37 & F-5 aircraft (without ordnance and using
(Z‘ : externa] fuel tanks) to Pagasa and arm them with ordnance shipped to T
the island. |
© 4) The SRV then could publicly reiterate its claim, by virture of
E occupation to all the'Sptatlys
' 5) The PRC might react by sending a naval task force to the islands
‘wh1ch wou]d 1nc]ude LST's and cargo ships carrying troops.
6) PLAAF TU-16 bombers may then be launched from mainland bases to fly
" bombing | m1ss1ons over the Paracels, using low altitude approach and
~ egress routes which would place them out of the range of Vietnam-based
fighters.
- 7) Citing their mutual defense argreement with Vietaam, the Soviets

might make available to the SRV inte]]igence on the movements of the
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Chinese forces, collected by TU-95 aircraft from Da Nang and Camranh Bay

" as well as satellite-derived.

8) The Soviets also may make available an éssault ship such as the
. IVAN ROGUNOV, along with escoft ships, to transport Vietnamese troops
to reinforce the Spratlys.
9) The PRC could declare a zone of hostilities around the Spratly
archipelago . - : ’tf‘
10) Japan, with only aA60-§0 day crude o0il stockpi]e,27 might then
press the U.S. to act to keep tﬁe sea lanes open from the Malacca
Strait through the South China Sea.
11) The U.S. could send naval units from Subic Bay to take up blocking
positions between the'Spratlys and the Vietnam coast and between the
Spratlys and the Paracels (to intercept the Chinese task force).
%% 12) The U.S. cou]d then pubiicly pressure the Soviets to assist in
bringing the matter before the United Nations for a final determination

on the status of the islands.

Conclusion
In conclusion, I feel that if hostilities break ott over the issue

of the off-shore islands, the SRV will be the instigator, and while oi}

might be Vietnam's principal reason, the SRV would be encouraged by its
~ Soviet sponsor because such action serves the strategic interests of the
Soviet Union. The Soviet mi]itary.présence in Vietnam is in itself a
Significant threat to the security of the sea lanes, and Soviet forces
are capable of Timited interventions on behalf of reéiona] allies such

28

as Vietnam. Vietnam well knows the 1imits of Chinese military power
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@ as well as the Timits on U.S. action in the Pacific, and may act with
(_ the expectation that if the issue is placed before the U.N., the

outcome will be the award of the Paracels to China and the Spratlys

to Vietnam.’
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